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The Cyndi Lauper Affect:  Bodies, girlhood and popular culture  
 
Kristina Gottschall, Susanne Gannon, Jo Lampert and Kelli McGraw 
 
Abstract 
Using a collective biography method informed by a Deleuzian theoretical approach (Davies 
and Gannon 2009, 2012), this paper analyses embodied memories of girlhood becomings 
through affective engagements with resonating images in media and popular culture. In this 
approach to analysis we move beyond an impasse in some feminist cultural studies where 
studies of popular culture have been understood through theories of representation and 
reception that retain a sense of discrete subjectivity and linear effects. In these approaches, 
analysis focuses respectively on decoding and deciphering images in terms of their normative 
and ideological baggage, and, particularly with moving images, on psychological readings. 
Understanding bodies and popular culture through Deleuzian notions of ‘becoming’ and 
‘assemblage’ opens possibilities for feminist researchers to consider the ways in which 
bodies are not separate to images but rather, are ‘becomings’ that are known, felt, 
materialized and mobilized with/through images (Coleman 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2009, 2011; 
Ringrose and Coleman 2013).  We tease out the implications of this new approach to media 
affects through three memories of girls’ engagements with media images, reconceived as 
moments of embodied being within affective flows of popular culture that might momentarily 
extend upon ways of being and doing girlhood.  
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One of the tensions that frames our work is how to recognise the materiality of living 
particular gendered and age‐based lives in specific times and places, while at the same time 
understanding that within the feminist poststructuralist paradigms within which we locate our 
work subjectivity is understood as relational, precarious and always in process; while agency 
is seen to be discursively shaped and radically contingent (cf. Gannon and Davies 2012). In 
this paper, encouraged by theoretical approaches that emphasise movement, flow and the 
dissolution of fixed identities, we consider how girlhood might be understood as a continuous 
process of becoming, or ‘assembling’ with the material and discursive resources that are at 
hand in any particular space and time, and how those resources are enabling or agentic of 
subjectivity. Thus we move beyond understandings of subjects as bounded entities to map 
subjectivity and agency as “emergent in relation to other agencies” and as necessarily 
“entangled” with those other agencies (Davies and Gannon 2012: 362). This is not a neatly 
reciprocal process but an unpredictable, creative and affectively potent becoming with the 
matter of the world.  
 Another tension that arises in our work is with regard to popular culture and girlhood. 
We recognize that certain images, media and popular cultures are important to many girls’ 
investments in their selves, their bodies and their social worlds, yet, at the same time, we 
want to open up ways of thinking about girls’ bodies, media and popular images in non-
deterministic ways. The problem as we see it is that the idea of a theory of the image, a 
theory of the body, and a theory of the girl subject, tends to imply liberal humanist notions of 
the image, the body, gender and age, and the related oppositional or binary models of 
body/image, subject/object (Bray and Colebrook 1998; Coleman 2008a, 2008c, 2009, 2011; 
Ringrose and Coleman 2013). With an aim to rejecting modes of critique that take an anti-
representational stance towards popular culture as primarily passive, repressive and negating, 
much feminist media criticism suggests that audiences read popular culture images and media 
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in multiple and generative ways ‘against the grain’. Some of this work invites girls to 
produce their own images and texts to counter this logic, and to critique and generate 
alternative figurations of girlhood (eg. Coleman 2008a, 2008c, 2009; Gonick 2006; Renold 
and Ringrose 2012). Generally there has been a widespread belief in both scholarship and 
popular discourse that more alternative images, for instance, of being girl or being gendered 
and age-based subjects (not to mention racial, sexualized, classed, etc) need to be produced 
and circulated.  
 While sympathetic to this argument, we want to move beyond this way of thinking – 
and beyond ‘the problem of representationalism’ – in our thinking about girlhood and media 
images. In order to do so we place emphasis on our conceptual regimes, criticising our 
ingrained ways of thinking and our theoretical tools, rather than criticising either the image, 
the producers of the image or the (girl) spectator per se. We carry out this task in three 
interrelated ways in this article. Firstly, we employ a feminist-Deleuzian framework, which 
enables us to work against oppositional models including body/image, subject/object by 
placing emphasis on process, relationality and transformation. Such a model understands 
images, bodies and subjectivity “not as separate and separable entities (subjects and objects, 
for example) between which relations operate, but as constituted through their relationality” 
(Coleman 2008a: 163). In our own project, we turn our attention to the ways in which young 
female bodies come to be known, understood and experienced through images, that is, the 
ways in which ‘the body’ becomes through relations with media images, and how the body 
and the image emerge in relation and move as an affective assemblage. Secondly, we adopt a 
collective biography methodology (Davies and Gannon 2006, 2009, 2012), which enables us 
to focus on embodied practices of gendered subjectification through a research process of 
collaboratively generating, writing, revising and analysing memories of girlhood. Thirdly, 
while we provide several of the stories and insights around those stories that emerged through 
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the collective biography workshopi, we also consider the affective assemblages that are 
created through the collective biography process. How the “diverse subjectivities of group 
members shape how the group engages with and responds to particular stories” (Gonick, 
Walsh and Brown, 2011: 741) is key here, as are the knowledges that come to be (re)made 
around gendered subjectification. The following section begins with an outline of the design 
and structure of the workshop, before moving into consideration of recent work on girls and 
images.  
 
Collective Becomings: Images and ‘the body’ 
The workshop held in Hawk’s Nest in 2011 had as its broad focus: “Gender, sexuality and 
schooling” and was organized around a series of interconnected papersii selected by 
conveners Marnina Gonick and Susanne Gannon. Across four days, each half-day session of 
discussion, storytelling and writing focused on a particular paper and a memory prompt 
generated from that paper. Seven invited participants came from a range of universities and 
had varying histories in education and women’s studies, however we all shared strong 
interests in images and their implications in identity work around gender. The collaborative 
writing of this paper took place in the months following the workshop. One of our key 
readings was Rebecca Coleman’s (2008a) article “The becoming of bodies: Girls, media 
effects, and body image”iii. Coleman’s challenge to expand the possible ways in which the 
complex relationships between girls’ bodies and images are conceived inspired us to focus on 
the photographic and media images that had been significant to us as girls. We brought a 
range of photographs, media and popular culture texts with us to the workshop and our 
cultural reference points multiplied throughout the time we spent together. Further to the 
discussions and memory stories that we generated, under the guidance of Catherine Camden 
Pratt, on the final day of our workshop we engaged in an image-making process where we 
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made art in response to selected memories. We were interested in methods that might alert us 
to multiple and diverse relations with images. Although our girl subjects were subjects of 
memory, this move may have had some affinity with the image-making strategies that 
Coleman used with her research subjects (2008a, 2008c, 2009). The prompt that we worked 
with in one session of the workshop, inspired by Coleman, was ‘Think of a time when you 
became aware of the multiplicity of the body and the way that multiplicity becomes through 
relations with images’. 
 The argument that Coleman makes through her multiple publications on girls’ 
relations with images is positioned as a response to feminist empirical work that is 
underpinned by an oppositional model of body/image and subject/object, well critiqued in the 
literature (Betterton 1996; Coleman 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2011; Driscoll 2002; Ringrose and 
Coleman, 2013). This model sees the body and the image as separate, and understands the 
image as having a (usually negative) effect upon the girl subject (normalized as vulnerable). 
Relying on and reinforcing the relationship between media and audience as transmission and 
effect, this approach has tended to simplify the complex relationship between bodies and 
images. As feminist theory has shown us, “women’s bodies are both subjects and objects of 
images and do not exist as an entity that is secure and bounded from images” (Coleman 
2008a: 164). Thus, the binary between body/image and subject/object is ultimately unhelpful 
in that it “obscures the ways in which bodies become through their relations with images” 
(Coleman 2008a:  164). Calling for a shift in our thinking, Coleman suggests that 
contemporary feminist research should attend to how bodies and images are entwined, via a 
“constitutive relationality” that can be seen in terms of affect (rather than effect), that is, 
through the “ways in which bodies both affect and are affected by other bodies and, further, 
become through these affects” (Coleman 2008a: 174). In this sense, it is not the images that 
have negative effects on the vulnerable bodies of girls per se, because since there are no clear 
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divisions between them, rather the girl body + the image equals an affective assemblage that 
comes together in a temporary and mobile alignment.  
 This assemblage/s feels, moves and is always in a process of becoming or 
multiplicities (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), where bodies are inter-connected.  As Coleman 
and Ringrose elaborate, Deleuzian multiplicity can be understood in terms of relationality: 
“In a multiplicity what counts are not the terms or the elements, but what there is ‘between’, 
the between, a set of relations which are not separable from each other” (Deleuze and Parnet 
2002: viii, cited in Coleman and Ringrose 2013: n.p.iv). The “assemblage” is a “temporary 
grouping of relations” that signals this multiplicity (Coleman and Ringrose 2013: n.p.). In 
Coleman’s research on girlhood and images, a body is not merely a human subject who has 
relations with images, but the body is constituted as a multiplicity, or an assemblage of bodies 
and images that are mobilized through desire. What we have conventionally called the human 
subject may seem to be emergent through these relations, in the “in-between” of the 
assemblage as, for Deleuze, the “desiring machine” of the assemblage has no subjectivity and 
no centre. Rather it can be understood as a “hub of connections and productions [that] 
deterritorializes and presents the possibility for transformation, proliferation and becoming” 
(Jackson and Mazzei 2012: 88). Coleman argues that feminist critics should not ignore the 
fluid and dynamic becomings of bodies as they are key to how bodies might become 
differently. Rather they might trace how bodies are interconnected with multiple and diverse 
objects and desires, and “never separate from [their] relation with the world” (Deleuze 1992: 
628).   
 This different way of understanding bodies and images reminds us of the feminist 
ethics posited by Bray and Colebrook (1998), also heavily indebted to Deleuze.  Bray and 
Colebrook argue that Deleuze offers feminism the possibility of a “positive active and 
affirmative ethics”, one that is not about the “imposition of norms, nor the negation of law”, 
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but concerned with the “way in which bodies become, intersect, and affirm their existence” 
(1998: 36). What is required here is to turn one’s theoretical eye onto the ‘feminine body’ not 
as a an effect of representation as a result of discursive regimes negated by patriarchal and 
phallocentric orders, but rather, to see the body, now under erasure, as a part of an 
assemblage, or an “event of expression” (Bray and Colebrook 1998: 36). Bray and Colebrook 
argue that the work of Deleuze (and Guattari) offers a “nonreactive feminist ethics” (1998: 
39) that does not “appeal to the repressed, silent, innocent, or negated feminine but 
approaches sexual difference as a site of practices, comportments, and contested 
articulations” (1998: 37).  Aligned with this position, we seek to: 
think the body beyond the problem of representation. That is, the body is not a prior 
fullness, anteriority, or plenitude that is subsequently identified and organized through 
restricting representations. Representations are not negations imposed on otherwise 
fluid bodies. Body images are not stereotypes that produce human beings as complicit 
subjects. On the contrary, images, representations, and significations (as well as 
bodies) are aspects of ongoing practices of negotiation, reformation, and encounter 
(Bray and Colebrook 1998: 38). 
Following this, a feminist account of becomings through media images should focus on the 
specificities of becoming, the series of events and connections surrounding that assemblage, 
and how the extensions and limitations of becoming are produced through particular relations 
between bodies and images (Coleman 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2009, 2011; Ringrose and 
Coleman 2013). This would include the practices and affects intrinsic to the fashioning of a 
girl body and its related subjecthood, imagining different possibilities for the gendered and 
age-based subject, and tracing how these experiences limit or extend becomings. Critical of 
those misreading Deleuze (and Guattari) as a theory of unbounded possibilities, Coleman 
posits that the becoming of bodies, or their “actualisation” on the plane of the virtual, is “not 
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the realisation of an infinite set of possibilities but an actualisation of a finite set of 
possibilities” (Coleman 2008a: 176). The work of the feminist researcher is to follow flows 
of affect through the “becomings that relations with images produce and to examine the ways 
in which bodies become through affects that might be conceived as ‘impossible’” (Coleman 
2008a: 174). Furthermore, however, Coleman challenges us to consider the implications of an 
“intuitive” empirical methodology, that in its focus on the becomings of bodies and images 
does not presuppose what can be known from data, but rather that can “suspend what it 
believes it ‘already knows’” in order to think differently through that data (2008c: 115).  
Even when we set ourselves this task of thinking differently in the writing of this paper, we 
found ourselves – again and again –reiterating familiar over-coded understandings of girls 
and images, and so this is our on-going challenge.  
 As a research method, collective biography is useful in this regard as it facilitates the 
emergence of particular memories of lived experience through “technologies” of talking, 
listening and writing that aim to produce an “embodied sense of being in the remembered 
moment” (Davies and Gannon 2006: 3). The production of a text or texts through which 
meaning is made and remade puts the “process of selving” under scrutiny, rather than the 
“particular details about individual selves” (Davies and Gannon 2006: 7). Collaborative work 
with memories does not treat memories as reliable sources of truth, nor are they seen as more 
or less valid than texts or data created in other approaches (Davies and Gannon 2006). 
Rather, this methodology enables the space to produce a multiplicity of truths about the felt 
experience, so that the “very unreliability of memory” becomes key to “developing 
imaginative strategies to get close to events long past, as though they were being re-
experienced” (Gonick, Walsh and Brown 2011: 742). The aim of storying the memory is to 
make the memory come alive for the listener/reader in such a vivid and affective way that 
“others can extend their own imaginable experience of being in the world through knowing 
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the particularity of another” (Davies and Gannon 2006: 12). The subject of collective 
biography is conceived as “emergent in each moment, moments which are simultaneously 
discursive, relational and material. Each subject is one facet of a whole, much greater than 
individual selves and much bigger than human lives alone” (Davies and Gannon 2012: 359). 
The aim is to construct memory-stories that “register and resonate affectively in the bodies of 
the listeners”, that are both “intensely real and de-individualized” and that thus work “with 
the intensities and flows that, collectively, move us” (Davies and Gannon 2012: 360).  It is 
also important, though, as Gonick, Walsh and Brown (2011: 743) point out, to be cognisant 
that sometimes the listener/reader might struggle to identify with the story and feel a sense of 
“incommensurable difference” in the storying and critiquing process. And so, like Gonick, 
Walsh and Brown, we aim to pay attention to the dynamics and (im)possibilities of 
collaborative feminist research work in the very act of doing it.  
 In what follows, we provide collective memories of girlhood framed by our reading of 
the initial Coleman article (2008a) and our prompt: remember a time when you became 
aware of the multiple possibilities of fashioning a body, and the way/s that this becoming was 
bound to an affective connection with a resonating image in popular culture. After each story, 
we present some insights and tease out moments of embodied being informed by, and as a 
response to, this feminist cultural ethics highlighted above. Lastly, we offer some reflections 
on the collective biography process, and we consider how we might account for how bodies 
might become with/through the popular culture image, and to the affective connections that 
might be said to limit and extend upon the ways of being and doing girlhood.  
 In Coleman’s research with girls and media images it became important not to close 
down or delimit the research field, including what she understood to be ‘images’. The 
“intuitive” research design that she advocates stays open so that “research coincides with the 
uniqueness of the relations” that are constituted through the research (Coleman 2008c: 115). 
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Through the research relations that emerged, she came to recognize that the images that 
mattered to the girls included “people’s comments about their bodies, mirror images in shops 
and at home, glimpses in car windows” (Coleman 2008c: 114) as well as teenage magazines 
and other familiar images. In the particular research moment of the Hawks Nest collective 
biography, many of the images that were evoked in our memories were complex multimodal 
texts with interwoven and moving visual and audio components. The video clips, films and 
pop icons that were referenced in our memories deployed literary conventions such as 
characterisation and the narration focused on evocative emotions from the ‘past’ which 
seemed to still resonate for the teller in the ‘present’ in one way or another. In the affective 
assemblages that the girls in our stories enter into with these media images, narrative 
possibilities and dimensions of real/fictional characters become part of the dynamic flow of 
the becoming within which each girl realizes herself as a particular subject.  
 
Practices of ‘girlhood’?: Intensities, flows and speeds 
From the almost thirty stories produced from the Hawks Nest workshop, we have chosen 
three of the stories that were written to the prompt on images. These were selected as 
particularly provocative in terms of our focus on girlhood and popular culture becomings. 
The first story captures the moment when a young child encounters a new mode of doing 
girlhood in an engagement with a music video on her television screen, and becomes a part of 
a (re)making of the body as an affective and enabling explosion of future possibilities. The 
second story, about two best friends, sees the coming together of popular images and objects 
from the horror genre, specific temporal and spatial locations, and contradictory bodily 
affects to rupture and reiterate conventional ways of doing girlhood. The third story describes 
the rituals of two teenage girls going to a party. In this story, the girls materialize particular 
characters from cult popular culture texts through complex and deliberate repeated 
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performances that incorporate costumes, makeup, gestures, language, audiences, attitudes and 
interactions, and material sites of desire, sexuality and the body. Together these stories 
demonstrate the dynamic particularities – the intensities and speeds - of girls’ affective 
engagements with media images, and the continuous and interwoven becomings of girl 
subjectivities. Finally, in our conclusion, we consider how blockages - as well as productive 
lines of flight to girlhood becomings - are also apparent in these narratives of memory.  
 
A thousand swirls of colour 
 
 Jumping on the bed and singing into a hairbrush, the seven year old girl suddenly 
 froze. She could hear that cool song from the tape with Cyndi Lauper, Madonna, The 
 Bangles and Bananarama on it that her Adelaide cousin had dubbed for her. The 
 familiar tune was coming from the TV in her Grandma’s lounge room. Bounding off 
 the bed and running fast on her chubby legs down the corridor, the girl bursts onto 
 the rug and stands looking up at the TV on its high wooden stand. Fixed on the 
 screen, the girl’s eyes and ears are wide open. Each one of her hairs stands on end 
 and her skin tingles. She stops breathing. Although standing perfectly still, the girl’s 
 insides cartwheel and her head burrs.   
  Cyndi’s hair was huge and frizzy and crimped and dyed bright red (red, not 
 blonde!) and it was shaved on the side. She had bright make up on – greens and 
 orange, high up to her brow and dark pencil forming a curl at the corner of her eye. 
 Neon nail polish. She wore a sleeveless formal dress but it was the way it was worn! 
 The girl had never seen anything like that: a wide plastic belt,  stacks of bangles on 
 the arm, torn fishnets, uneven tulle, plastic beads, indistinguishable layers of stuff, 
 shiny vinyl high heels. And Cyndi conga-ed through the rooms of her parents’ house, 
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 loud and large. She pushed past her angry father, flung up her skirts, kicked up her 
 legs, threw her head from side to side and pulled up her lip. People off the street 
 poured into her house and followed her into a party in her bedroom. ‘Girls just 
 wanna have fu-un!’, she sung, ‘Oh girls just wanna have … that’s all they really want 
 … fun!’ 
  Now unable to stand still and hopping from foot to foot, arms flailing, the girl  
 felt that her skin would split open and a thousand swirls of colour would do a dance 
 right there on the rug.  She didn’t know how, but she sensed that everything was, from 
 now on, different.  
 
This story potentially works on multiple levels and intensities including: the young girl 
wanting to be more ‘grown up’ and looking to an older (but unconventional) female as role 
model; the adolescent wanting to defy convention and adult authority figures; the ‘Gen X’ 
subject intimately relating to and (self) regulating through music TV and youth culture; the 
female body as object of desire, and as desiring. It is possible to both read the interaction as a 
negative one, effecting the vulnerable girl in ways that might weigh heavily on her body 
image; and also to read the interaction as a positive one, where the girl constructs and asserts 
a girl body from the popular culture images available to her; and so on. Between these 
multiplicities is “a threshold, an encounter, the possibility of an emergent self that comes to 
recognize itself differently” (Davies, Gonick, Lampert and Gottschall this issue: p. 7). The 
body is fabricated out of the materials available, in this case, the catalyst being a popular 
video clip from the 1980s. Each of these storylines, however, relies on a liberal humanist 
sense of the girl subject and the popular culture image as separate from each other, the image 
effecting the girl spectator in one way or another.  
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 But what if we thought about this encounter differently? What if, taking up a 
Deleuzian sense of becoming, we see the ‘girl body’ and the ‘popular culture image’ as an 
assemblage, an affective and fluid body that emerges as something new, something different? 
How is this body a desiring machine oriented towards the future? Here, then, we would not 
see a chubby seven-year old girl desiring to embody the zany and fun image of 80s pop 
girlpower, with positive or negative effects on the self-image of the girl. Rather, we might see 
a becoming where connections are made in multiple ways, and where the intensities of action 
and the dynamism of such practices are realized. In this sense, the ‘girl body’ + the Cyndi 
Lauper music clip (which includes music, image, fashion, story, attitude, pop politics, 
dance, etc) + the rug in Grandma’s house + the TV on its high wooden stand +  the 
screen + all the practices of ‘girlhood’ (jumping on the bed and singing into a hairbrush; 
performing; engaging with popular culture/knowledges about popular music etc/TV culture; 
the TV itself and the excitements and engagements it brings; looking at the feminine body up 
on a literal and metaphorical pedestal; fashioning the feminine body; consuming normalized, 
mainstream and alternative feminine images; engaging in the pop feminism of girl power) + 
embodied affects (jumping on the bed and singing; suddenly freezing when she hears; 
bounding off the bed and running fast on her chubby legs; bursting onto the rug; standing 
square on and looking up at the TV on its high wooden stand; being fixed on the screen, eyes 
and ears wide open; hairs standing on end, skin tingling; unable to breathe; insides doing 
cartwheel and head burring; unable to stand still and hopping from foot to foot, arms flailing; 
feeling that one’s skin would split open and do a dance; not knowing but sensing the shift that 
had come about) – the temporal, spatial and corporeal aspects of this particular encounter 
equals an affective assemblage that, for a brief moment, moves and feels in a new formation,  
a new imaginative, creative and joyful becoming-body. This temporal and spatial event is 
perhaps just one actualisation of a finite set of possibilities enabled here.    
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 This reading bypasses notions of the liberal humanist subject as a linear, 
developmental, binaried, rational subject capable of choice and of agency. In contrast, we see 
a fresh, excited, receptive, tingling, hopping, flailing, breathing or sometimes not breathing 
porous body, whose skin threatens to split open with the passion and awe of the moment. In 
this moment anything and everything might be different, as ‘she’ moves in a thousand swirls 
of colour, dancing across the rug, the room, on lines of flight that are temporal and spatial. 
The profound, relational and contextual experience embodies the thrill of the future, 
unknown and changeable, and, clearly, the process of changing itself. Even the apparent 
subject of the story, this temporally and spatially specific affective assemblage, senses the 
difference. This is not a rational, all-thinking, all-knowing knowledge, but a feeling, 
emotional, corporeal, affective knowledge. It is hard to measure, is idiosyncratic and escapes 
quantification. In this way, this narrative of memory is not simply a story of a young girl or 
of young girlhood writ large, but it is ‘girlhood’ potentially reconfigured as some thing 
beyond its own current discursive formations, where closed models of girlhood, the body and 
representation cannot begin to account for its dynamism, its non-human, non-rational flow 
and way of shifting. At least, if only for a fleeting moment. This moment reconfigures 
temporality as intuitive, corporeal and oriented to futures that open the young girl body in 
new and what to her are potentially empowering ways.  
  
Not helpless pretty girls 
 
 Jeneviève Jordan or ‘JJ’, her best friend at primary school, her ‘bosom buddy’ (as 
 they used to snort and cackle), made her louder and sillier and bigger. She loved how 
 they had such mad fun. A sleepover night a JJ’s place when her parents were both on 
 shift work was going to be as exciting as going to a birthday party. 
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  JJ’s room was like a crypt – in a good way. Black walls, cottony spider webs, 
 severed plastic heads, creepy robot fingers and fake blood and slime. Posters on her 
 wall – Hellraiser, Chucky, Poltergeist. Hours spent pouring over her stuff. Amazed 
 and thrilled.   
  Resolved not to be like those helpless pretty girls shrieking and running away 
 from the crazed killer in the horror movies, they dared each other to watch JJ’s scary 
 movie collection. We were tough and if we were in these movies, we’d stand our 
 ground and take on the bad man. Halloween, Friday the 13th, Texas Chainsaw 
 Massacre … with each film we became quieter, and serious and smaller. We moved 
 closer to each other on the couch, the flickering lights of the TV throwing light on two 
 small grey faces. Eventually all that remained were two scared little girls clutching 
 each other in the dark. Terrified. Wide eyes, heart beating faster. Afraid of shadows, 
 of eerie noises, of the blackness. Closed doors, and their promise that just outside it, 
 there stood the axe-wielding maniac, made us shudder. A staircase, and its potential 
 to trip and fall on them, while being chased by the man with the knife, made our 
 stomachs go in knots. The black space under the bed potentially concealing a 
 murderer, was tight in our throats.   
  In a sweat and breathing quickly, the girls moved outside to exhale, the girl 
 and her friend felt safer in the open. When the sun started to rise, they woke up 
 leaning against each other and covered in dew from the damp lawn.    
 
Rather than the singular engagement with the on-screen Cyndi of the young girl, the girls 
collaboratively form an assemblage with popular culture. They are at once engaged in a 
traditional girlhood practice – a sleepover at a friend’s house – and perhaps in the implied 
rejection of other conventional elements of girlhood. The bedroom in this story belonging to 
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‘JJ’ is ‘like a crypt’ with its black walls and spider webs; its ‘severed plastic heads, creepy 
robot fingers and fake blood and slime’. The assemblage of bodies and images in this 
environment could be interpreted as a rejection of some conventional markers of girlhood, 
but establishment of binary distinctions, for example of particular choices of décor as 
inherently ‘girly’ or ‘un-girly’ (in contrast to an implied more feminine décor), is unhelpful 
here. By instead constructing this event as a time in which the subjects of the story were 
engaged in a Deleuzian act of ‘becoming’, the bodies of the girls, the gory toys and the 
popular culture images they surround themselves with constitute an affective assemblage 
where alternative notions of girlhood seem to be embodied and enacted. 
 At the outset of the story the girls take ‘hours spent pouring over [JJ’s] stuff … 
amazed and thrilled.’  The sense of enthrallment experienced by the girls in the particular 
space of JJ’s bedroom is clear. The influence of media and popular culture is evident with the 
posters on the wall showing iconic films of the horror genre from the 1980s: Hellraiser, 
Child’s Play (featuring the evil doll, ‘Chucky’) and Poltergeist. As a site of becoming, this 
room contains images and artefacts of corporeal distortion and disembodiment that reflect an 
experience of becoming a girl-body that is defiant in the face of difference, change and fear. 
The images are not experienced by the girls as horrific, but as amazing and thrilling; a certain 
affect is created that connects bodies to each other and to the multiple and different 
possibilities for becoming.  The series of events and connections surrounding this assemblage 
expands as the story unfolds, as does the affective movement of the narrative.  The girls’ 
experience the popular horror films Halloween, Friday the 13th and the Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre with/through feelings of both bravery and fear. 
 This opens a collective line of flight that momentarily presents the girls with an 
imaginative space where they resolve not to be like ‘helpless pretty girls’ who shriek and run 
away in the face of fear and gore. A turn in the authorial voice – from third person ‘they’ to 
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first person ‘we’ – occurs at the moment when the narrative is most affectively potent, when 
the girls imagine themselves, together, as female victim-heroes. They would be ‘tough’ and 
‘stand their ground and take on the bad man’, rather like the ‘Final Girl’ of the genre who 
both sees the full extent of the horror, and survives to turn and fight against it (Clover 1993: 
35). Although they understand their bodies in relation with the images of girls in the films, 
and have begun to connect with the images by reading themselves into the genre, the girl 
figures take on another form on the sofa as a transpersonal clutching, heart-beating, wide-
eyed, sweating, tight-throated, quick-breathing, moving, affective assemblage of embodied 
fear. In the morning scene that closes the narrative, where the girls sit on the lawn covered in 
dew, and the narrative voice recedes back to the impersonal third person, the moment for 
multiplicity, or the body anew, has passed. The deterritorialising lines of flight afforded by 
the coming together of images + crypt objects + girl-bodies + particular space/s in the 
story (the parentless house, the black bedroom, the couch, etc), ruptures the coherent, distinct 
‘body’ to assert multiplicities of body-assemblages. Through intense embodied affects, 
feelings of toughness and bravery, as well as the experience of becoming ‘quieter, and 
serious and smaller’ in the face of terror, markers of conventional girlhood have been enabled 
and constrained.   
 
We laugh until we pee  
 
 We are in Susan’s upstairs bedroom, listening to Polystyrene from XRay Spex. Susan 
 punches her fist in the air, belting out the words: ‘Oh Bondage, Up Yours’. Her 
 mother below can’t bear the noise and thumps the handle of the broom on the ceiling, 
 which is the floor to Susan’s bedroom. ‘Fuck you!’ Susan screams, and turns the 
 volume up louder. ‘Come on’ she commands me, and we go into her bathroom. 
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 Susan’s hair is short, afro-ed and wiry. She is not an attractive girl, but she pays 
 great attention to her face cream. She only uses Clinique, whereas I use no products 
 at all, and in many ways she takes more care of herself than any other 17 year old I 
 know. Tonight she is channelling Marcel Marceau. She puts on a striped jersey, jeans 
 and paints her face with white face. She has taken a class, and can mime crawling 
 through a window, opening up a box, climbing the rungs of a ladder and handing me 
 a bouquet of flowers.  On Saturdays she goes off to practice with her pipe band, and 
 plans to perform in the Scottish tattoo, despite being herself an Italian high school 
 drop-out. We plan to go to England together in the summer. When I told her I might 
 not go, she told me she knew I’d cop out and to do what I fucking wanted and 
stormed  off. I am at her beck and call, but I don’t feel put down. Instead, I feel amazed 
by  Susan’s complete lack of self-control. She will do and say anything! She doesn’t give 
 a shit what anyone thinks of her. She is brave. Tonight, Susan is going to the party as 
 a mime, but I am going to the party dressed as Magenta from the Rocky Horror 
 Picture Show, which we have seen 4 times since it opened. Normally on a Friday 
 night we go to the Carriage House, a gay bar on Carlton Street, and we drink Brown 
 Cows and dance to Donna Summer, but tonight it’s a house party. We’re the fag hags. 
 Most everyone else will be our gay boys. I look pretty sexy, at least to them. We call a 
 taxi since neither of us drives and we play it up for the driver who thinks we are a 
 couple. Susan calls me dah-link and I say I have a headache. We laugh until we think 
 we are going to pee.  
 
These older girls realize themselves as subjects within a constantly shifting media rich milieu 
of multiple texts, brands, images, characters, ways of being with each other and with others 
known and unknown in the wider urban Friday night. The girls become assemblages in the 
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world through the ‘channelling’ of other more-or-less fictional personas and through their 
capacities to do this collaboratively. The implication in the story is that, despite their 
respective obsessions with particular characters or texts that are being enacted on this 
particular night, other options and personas (with their respective accoutrements of costume, 
make-up, voice and attitude) might be taken up on any other Friday night. Unlike the intense 
individual engagement of the girl + Cyndi equation of the first memory story, the girl at the 
centre of this story is materialized as a particular Friday night formation in relation with 
Susan. Together (the girl + Susan) form a unit in the equation. The story mentions some of 
the differentiating features between the narrator and Susan – Susan uses Clinique, plays in a 
pipe band, drops out of school, is Italian, ‘doesn’t give a shit what anyone thinks of her’ – 
some of these implying relatively fixed characteristics that might cohere in the identity of 
Susan beyond any Friday night performance, and likewise, implying their parallels in the 
narrator – not using Clinique, not playing pipe band, not being Italian, afraid of what others 
think. However all of these qualities are recalled from spaces and times outside the event of 
going out on Friday night that is the focus of the memory. But the event of Friday night 
destabilizes these categories of the everyday. Friday night = (the girl +Susan) + music 
(Polystyrene from X-Ray Spex, Donna Summer, dance, lines of dialogue – ‘Oh bondage up 
yours’ and ‘Fuck you’, high volume) + costume/ make-up/ character (Marcel Marceau – 
striped jersey, jeans, white face, beret; Magenta – corset, lipstick, stockings) + venue (gay 
bar, house party, taxi) + practices (dancing, drinking Brown Cows) + audience (gay boys, 
taxi driver).  In this complex intense affective assemblage they become corporeally 
intertwined. Affect, thoughts and bladders seamlessly align: ‘we laugh until we think we are 
going to pee’. Their separate bodies and separate subjectivities fall away as desires and lines 
of flight become momentarily simultaneous. 
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 Although it is possible to read this story from a more linear media effects perspective, 
or perhaps through the carnivalesque or through performative theories of subjectification (eg 
Butler, Halberstam), a Deleuzian reading foregrounds desire as a productive force, stepping 
aside from analytical grids of power and abjuring psychoanalytic notions of desire as lack. 
Colebrook (2003: xv) explains that: 
it is not as though there are bodies or things that are then ordered through power 
relations. Nor is there a general system of relations, such as language or culture, 
which produces different beings. What something is is its flow of desire, and such 
forces produce diverging and multiple relations.  
 Familiar categories of identity, including ‘girl’ and ‘woman’, ‘lesbian’ and ‘human’, 
materialize and take on different forms through relations and flows of desire, and in this case 
with/through popular culture. On the level of the particular in the story recounted above, the 
narrator as ‘Magenta’ becomes possible in relation to ‘Susan’, and conjoined flows of desire 
are produced together in this affective engagement with resonating objects and characters 
from popular culture. In the context of Susan’s acting out as Marcel Marceau, the flows of 
desire that make her part of the possible persona/s this Friday night are her relations with 
Marcel Marceau codes and conventions that are practiced and taken into the body, and in the 
presence of the girl who admires these capacities. Notably for both performances to be 
feasible and achievable, the girls have acquired considerable cultural knowledge. Thus the 
affective assemblage that they become together as Marcel/Susan + Magenta/ narrator on this 
Friday night extends to other times, places and knowledges that are embodied in this 
moment.    
 
Conclusion 
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We recognize that each collective biography itself forms an intensive affective assemblage 
with particular spatial and temporal configurations, relations between participants, and 
intentions and desires (including those for academic publications and so forth). The stories 
and other artefacts (e.g. paintings, photographs, performances etc) that might be produced or 
examined in a collective biography workshop form the particularity of each assemblage and 
the potential richness and endlessness of the method.   
 In terms of the work we have done in this paper on shifting focus from media or 
image effects on girls to affects, and to an understanding of girls as coming into being as 
subjects through and in relation to images, media and each other to form complex affective 
assemblages or desiring machines, we think that the Deleuzian readings of media affects 
offer potentially optimistic perspectives. Although we would not want to elevate or reinsert 
agency as an unproblematic or wilful achievement, the girls in the memory stories we present 
in this paper become a part of potent assemblages in conjunction with media images that 
through fleeting moments extend the present and future possibilities for girlhood, particularly 
through what we have called ‘the Cyndi Lauper affect’. The stories of ‘A thousand swirls of 
colour’, ‘Not helpless pretty girls’ and the girls who almost ‘Laugh til they pee’ emphasize 
the relational and collaborative nature of girls’ affective engagements with popular images. 
This gives a more hopeful approach to popular media analysis. After all, affect “gives you the 
feeling that there is always an opening to experiment, to try and see. This brings a sense of 
potential to the situation” (Massumi 2002: 211).  
 In different ways, the memories that we have worked with in this paper suggest that 
optimism, affect and potential are as likely to characterize girls’ engagement with media 
images as more negative effects. However, we must also note that despite these glimpses of 
exuberant girlhood assemblages, the Deleuzian notion of assemblage draws attention to the 
capacity of assemblages to enable but also to constrain or block becomings. For a fleeting 
22 
 
moment, perhaps for the length of the video clip, the small girl and dancing figure of Cyndi 
Lauper, and the rug, and the ‘thousand swirls of colour’ in-between form a new line of 
becoming oriented towards the future. It is a joyful becoming or ‘line of flight’, yet the 
overwhelming nature of the even risks paralysis of the subject (stopping breathing, arms 
flailing). The girls’ fear in the second story simultaneously deterritorializes them as 
individual subjects in their thrilling affective convergence, but it also reterritorializes them as 
potential female victims of all the murdering men who might be hiding under the bed or the 
staircase, with axe, or knife. Despite their brief moment of imagined bravado, finally there is 
nothing they can do but flee. In the final story, the girl and Susan take up popular culture 
icons as they form a Friday night going out in the city assemblage but their performances of 
otherness are both opened up and bound by their repetition of the already known. Originality 
and difference are achieved through replication of codes of character and other repetitions 
such as of gay boy/ fag hag/ Donna Summer/ Brown Cows.  
 As Coleman stresses, a Deleuzian approach to data does not instantiate an open-ended 
horizon of possibilities, but rather it is as likely to lead to “the actualisation of a finite set of 
possibilities” (2008a: 176). Possibilities are both limited and expanded by the cultural 
repertoires and ways of imagining otherwise to which girls have access. While we 
acknowledge the political nature of media production and the ways in which popular and 
commercial media in particular can exploit images of the body and reinforce social norms, 
we argue that the media images in themselves are neither inherently good or bad or 
productive or destructive. As the girls in the stories show, it is the unpredictable in-
betweeness of girls and images that is most interesting. By harnessing Deleuze and Guattari’s 
(1987) concepts of “assemblages” and “lines of flight” we seek to set aside concerns about 
ideological baggage in order to explore the role of popular media texts in the processes and 
assemblages that take place in the everyday acts of becoming girls. These are potentially 
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imaginative, creative and joyful, even if only momentarily. Future work might consider how 
social/ psychic/material conditions of girlhood becomings with images create affective 
resonances that linger and, given our collective memory-storying method, endure over time.  
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Canadian Studies in Australia and New Zealand Grant held by Gonick, Gannon and Lampert. Participants were 
Bronwyn Davies, Melbourne University; Catherine Camden Pratt and Susanne Gannon, University of Western 
Sydney; Marnina Gonick, Mount Saint Vincent University, Canada; Kristina Gottschall, Australian Catholic 
University; Jo Lampert and Kelli McGraw, Queensland University of Technology. 
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ii Key girlhood readings for the workshop were Ringrose (2011), Ringrose & Renold (2008), Coleman (2008a, 
2008b). These were supplemented by a range of additional resources throughout and following the workshop.  
iii The introduction and Chapter 3 of Coleman’s book Becoming of bodies: girls, images, experience (2009) 
include portions of this paper. We have retained references to both texts in this paper as at different times we 
were working with each.     
iv At the time of printing the new book Deleuze and research methodologies edited by Coleman and Ringrose 
was still in press and therefore no page numbers were available. References are made here to the authors’ 
final drafts.  
